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Re-Casting Teacher Effectiveness Approaches To Teacher Education 
                                               Dr. Andrew Skourdoumbis 
                                               (Deakin University) 
Abstract 
Future economic prosperity across most OECD nations depends upon education and the work of teachers 
to bridge under-achievement, particularly amongst the disadvantaged. Successive policy interventions have 
often (1) failed to stem the alleged decline and (2) exacerbate entrenched disparities between the highest 
and lowest performing students. Contemporary policy efforts focus on teacher effectiveness 
representations of achievement presuming cause-effect dependence between teaching practice(s) and 
learning. This chapter will (1) provide an outline of the policy rationale coursing through contemporary 
thinking on teacher education offering a critical review of teacher effectiveness approaches to student 
learning and (2) attempt to recast teacher effectiveness approaches to student achievement proposing that 
the field of teacher education address instead the notion of teacher capabilities in order to develop and 
strengthen student capabilities.  
Introduction 
This chapter explores the policy rationale coursing through contemporary teacher education. The 
argument developed in the chapter suggests that the field of teacher education is experiencing a steady 
reversal moving from a liberalizing curricular emphasis towards a singular reckoning, the focus now 
squarely on how to better the classroom instruction (teaching practice) of teachers as the only way to 
enhance student achievement. Like all things in this current period of late capitalism, teacher education too 
finds itself wedged by the push and pull of the economic realm. There is one certainty that this world 
poses, the heightened demands of official probing, the sort often favoured by the present-day controllers of 
finance capital.   
An examination of the kind offered in this chapter first and foremost focuses on the ‘perform or 
else’ constancies confirmed by the rigours and procedures of performativity. A simple narrative fuels its 
existence, that of a ‘knowledge economy’. School education is now overseen by a worldwide explosion in 
testing at national and international levels serving a singular objective, preparing students for a new world 
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of work. School and teacher education are primed for the interventions they can help stimulate to cope 
with new economic global settings. 
Late capitalism and globalization securitizes school education and the curriculum that infuses it, 
narrowing it towards work-ready vocational skill-sets and the vernacular of competencies. Use-value 
outcomes found in policy and curriculum papers often broadcast the multifarious and all-encompassing 
Education will respond to the challenges envisaged and will also  “as far as possible, anticipate the 
conditions in which young Australians will need to function as individuals, citizens and workers when they 
complete their schooling” (ACARA 2012: 7).  The right type of teacher with the best preparation is 
needed.  
With this in mind, the work of this chapter focuses on three aspects. First, the macro-structural 
context is sketched providing background to the global pressure points re-making teacher education: 
performativity and a knowledge economy.  Secondly, implications for teacher education are considered as 
well as details of key policy aspects including how the work of teacher effectiveness research (TER) is 
used to inform and decide policy on teaching. Finally, the chapter outlines some possibilities for change in 
teacher education by discussing aspects of the capabilities approach (CA) and its relevance to teacher 
preparation  
Performativity and a Knowledge Economy 
Performativity requires: 
a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation that employs judgements, comparisons and 
displays as means of incentive, control, attrition and change  based on rewards and sanctions (both 
material and symbolic). The performances (of individual subjects or organizations) serve as 
measures of productivity or output, or displays of ‘quality’, or ‘moments’ of promotion or 
inspection. (Ball 2003: 216) 
 
This is not simply about performance per se, the emphasis is of a ‘doing’ more akin to that of exploit, 
namely develop and utilize rather than merely ‘do’ or complete. A functional rationality and pursuit of 
efficiency an aim. Connected to the performative drive is a judgement component assessing efforts 
expended against yields obtained and efficiency is the benchmark of relevance.  
A policy context global in reach underpinned by economic reform focuses on developing skills 
and learning that an education of a particular type musters.  The global context is of a high-skill and 
knowledge driven economy. A catalysing competitive edge from within the scientific and technological 
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fields squared with qualities of flexibility, innovation and design maintains the necessary and rapid 
momentum now needed in economies. Competing effectively denotes exploitation of commercial 
advantage sustained by the flexibilities offered by a more autonomous and highly trained workforce. In 
advanced societies, new technologies and an unrestrained globalisation are the spin-offs of late post-
Fordist capitalism. Knowledge is transformed in this process. The metamorphosis is elastic, responsive to 
the instabilities ever-present now in a perpetually anxious economy. Economic rejuvenation is knowledge 
and market centred, characterized by the “rise in the importance of knowledge as capital” (Olssen and 
Peters 2005: 330). 
Furthermore, performativity commoditizes knowledge and flexible, highly trained ‘job-ready’ 
workers are needed, amenable to the demands and complexities found in a performative and informational 
world. Human capital considerations are at work here. There is also a premium on the benefits of science. 
Science can produce, transmit and transfer knowledge. Moreover, a knowledge economy is readily 
discernible through quantification. Inputs, outputs, stocks and flows can all be measured and managed in 
organized interconnecting networks bounded by a complete scientific system. The performance orientation 
inside the knowledge economy has a pragmatic side. Economic optimisation and certainty is sought via a 
mechanism on the hunt for instabilities and teaching of a particular type is favoured.  
Implications: Putting Teacher Education To Work 
The human capital considerations of performativity and a knowledge economy sustains much of 
the current policy reform process in teacher education. The human capital function is evident in the way in 
which international measures of student achievement are used as proxy measurements for the success of 
individual nation states’ education systems (and by implication, the success of their teachers) and therefore 
are seen to be measures of the human capital produced by these countries. Teachers will need to be 
“capable of preparing students to live, work and be successful in a society in which they will be required to 
solve problems, work collaboratively, and think creatively and critically” (TEMAG Issues Paper 2014: 4). 
One way that current economies develop their economic competitiveness is to invest in their human capital 
linking policy narratives in teacher education with an emphasis on ‘what works’ so that schools and 
students perform and achieve. 
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A case in point is Australia where more than forty reports on or about teacher education of various 
types have been undertaken in as many years (see Rowan, Mayer, Kline, Kostogriz and Walker-Gibbs, 
2015). A policy constant by way of findings emanating from reports of this kind is the role of teachers in 
enhancing student achievement. The teacher is the variable of influence in improving student progress. In 
Australia as is likely elsewhere, the starting point is almost always not that teachers “could improve but 
that they need to improve” (Rowan et al. 2015: 278) reinforcing many of the alleged failings of an 
inadequate system of teacher education. The only reasonable thing to do is to tackle issues of teacher 
quality and so effective teaching requires working on teacher education. Areas to address include quality 
assurance issues regarding teacher education courses, improving the practical school placement 
experiences of pre-service teachers, enhancing entry requirements for teacher education candidates and 
focusing on classroom practices. Furthermore, while much of the policy rationale for teacher education 
reform is expressed in performance orientated terms linking broader debates about the need for educational 
and economic change including teachers that are immediately ‘classroom ready’, a political motive is also 
at work. De-regulation pressures are ever present. The dual aim of financial profit and that of different 
beginnings for teacher education align with an altered set of convictions, ones attuned to commodification 
objectives. Replete with specified objectives, teacher education is delineated between what is deemed 
effective and research informed, accompanied by ‘real world’ practical integrations. The scope is simple 
enough to outline and understand. Basic necessities are needed, principal of which is a sound research base 
to determine the effectiveness of teacher education. Foremost amongst what qualifies for effectiveness in 
teacher education is teacher graduate quality and modelled, ‘best-practice’. Reconstituting the question of 
student achievement so that it closely aligns with effective teaching removes ambiguity. The only 
relationship of interest and importance is between effective and quality teaching and the output(s) of 
student learning (achievement). While the stakes are raised for the individual classroom teacher, a higher 
purpose is served, holding to account the education and training that pre-service teachers receive. An aim 
is the universalization of teaching practice(s) captured and catalogued by the legitimations of TER.  
Underlying the regulatory imperatives of an effective teacher education are the symbolic 
formalizations of an overseen—governed—‘best-practice’ teaching comprised of three elements. The first 
involves the facilitated evaluations of classroom performance made visible via comparison against system 
devised benchmarks. Evaluative criteria promise causal educative connections between classroom teacher 
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effects and student achievement. Models of effective instruction are the preferred guidelines of teaching 
practice, practically developed and tested, applicable anywhere and everywhere. Modelled effective 
instruction is then an objective truth that can be observed and described as it can be accessed from 
different vantage points and it can also be replicated. Secondly, as an objective truth, a model of effective 
instruction is intelligible across observers as there is common agreement about it that thirdly must hold, 
irrespective and independent of any beliefs, desires and hopes. 
The mathematical codifications of TER linearize the relationship between teaching and learning 
snap-freezing it into a document (a book, video, instructional material) so that teacher effects simply 
become variables in a pre-constructed programme of scientific inquiry. The aim of enhancing our influence 
and understanding over teaching and learning enables stronger and tighter policy control. The vagaries of 
teaching are presumably then minimized, as our power to predict dispenses with the unwanted and 
hindering. Hence, TER seeks out the logical, sequential and purposeful associations between the variables 
that evidently matter in teaching and learning. There is policy-maker appeal in this research as it “treats 
schools and teachers as bearers of specific variables (attitudes, qualifications, strong leadership, etc.) to be 
correlated with pupil outcomes, measured on standardized tests  as there is always a ‘best practice’ that can 
be instituted and audited from above” (Connell 2009: 217). Doubts over causal links between effective 
teaching and student learning wane as the precise and straightforward are captured, isolated and described 
by the singularities that define effective performance. In the teacher effectiveness approach to student 
learning, design and process trumps lived existence. Either specific nominated teacher characteristics 
(years of experience, credentials, planning and preparation) or conversely, teaching practices (time spent 
on task(s), form(s) of engagement and so on) matter. In addition, any disparity between student 
achievement variation(s) across and between classrooms in the same school is attributed to teaching 
effectiveness or lack thereof. The social background of students can be ‘controlled for’ in the statistical 
regularities applied to evaluate performance. Standardized student test scores are proxies for evaluating 
teacher performance so that the measurement tool adopted comprehends the learning attained expressed as 
the valued-added component of formal instruction. In this precise world all is accounted for as the 
certainties of regression analyses and multiple rating categories that somehow account for the errors linked 
to statistical estimation can also distinguish between the learning attainment of individual students and the 
specific effect a teacher had on students. This is the preferred method of teacher effectiveness models of 
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instruction, brevity rather than wholesome profundity so that everything in teaching can be narrowed and 
summarized boxlike.  
Consequently, the two-fold basis of teacher effectiveness approaches to student learning narrows 
towards (a) a production-function equation where achievement (output) equals countable although limited 
inputs and (b) directly matching specific styles of instruction (pedagogy) and designated knowledge 
domains (curriculum). Teacher effects on student learning can then be measured in one of two ways. The 
first is purely arithmetical, relying upon estimation of large scale surveys of student achievement. The 
second involves determining the achievement gained after a period of intervention, in other words, where 
student achievement is measured after a time of structured teaching, known as the value-added component. 
The foundationalist logic of TER now stands as a uniform authority on teaching practice and educational 
attainment. TER helps eliminate supposed risks linked to teaching and learning corralling school education 
towards the accepted ‘basics’. But if anything, this current period in time is representative of an increasing 
uncertainty and so if education including teaching is to be a positive practice there needs to be some re-
thinking about what it means to learn and what there is to learn. 
Re-casting Teacher Education: Capabilities 
Capabilities is concerned with human development. Proposed by Sen (2008) and Nussbaum 
(1997; 2011) their distinctive takes on capabilities and the capability approach (CA) notwithstanding 
focuses on an approach to human development that accounts for differences in available resources. Sen 
takes a panoramic view of capabilities, concerned with broad-based social inequities in comparative terms. 
Capability for Sen is a “kind of power” (2008: 336) and it would be wrong to view capabilities simply in 
terms of basic end-point advantages or attributes. The key point for Sen in his conceptualization of 
capability is in terms of ‘scope or room to’ as opposed to a ‘state of’. Conversely, Nussbaum itemizes 
capabilities suggesting that people require a basic list of things to attain human functioning. These things 
encapsulate and include: (1) life, (2) bodily health, (3) bodily integrity, (4) sense, imagination, and thought, 
(5) emotions, (6) practical reason, (7) affiliation, (8) other species, (9) play, and (10) control over one’s 
political and material environment (see Nussbaum 2006).  
The relevance of the CA for education and schooling is in its enabling qualities. The approach 
conceptualizes education and schooling in terms that speculates on the freedom(s) and opportunities one 
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has to lead a life that one values having due regard for the possibilities afforded to each individual to make 
informed and personal decisions. While economic and political considerations are important, the CA 
focuses on the potential an individual has in exercising how they personally shape their own lives and to 
develop it fully rather than be dominated by external influences.    
Empowerment is then a fundamental aspect of capabilities. Terzi says as much when addressing 
capability and education. She suggests that the: 
…capability to be educated, broadly understood in terms of real opportunities both for informal 
learning and for formal schooling, can be considered a basic capability in two ways. First, in that 
the absence or lack of this opportunity would essentially harm and disadvantage the individual. 
Second, since the capability to be educated plays a substantial role in the expansion of other 
capabilities, as well as future ones, it can be considered basic for the further reason that it is 
fundamental and foundational to the capabilities necessary to well-being, and hence to lead a good 
life. (2007:25) 
 
So, while the capability to be educated contains a demonstrable and concrete function, that of equipping an 
individual with particular skills and attributes that may lead to further education eventuating in some form 
of acquired credential for employment purposes, it also performs the role of aesthetic enhancement for the 
‘appreciation of’ and the ‘engaging in’ the Arts for instance.  
The distinctive benefits of re-casting how we think about the field of teacher education then are 
threefold. First, recognizing that in a pluralist, democratic and cosmopolitan society geared for the 
complexities of the twenty first century, education is a principal public good, the effect(s) of which are felt 
far into the future. Second, in parsing capabilities and learning, rather than simply focusing on validating 
standardized benchmarks, teaching practice is acknowledged as an activity with its own unique and 
contiguous features answerable to the family of practices that define it. Third, in prioritizing the 
achievement of students beyond system demarcated endpoints, their potential is nourished through the 
learning experiences that intrinsically motivates them.  
Limited notions of achievement confine conceptions of teaching practice to arrays of specific 
teaching or instructional practices. Emphasizing how the pedagogic capacity of teachers can be enhanced 
to address the issue of student underachievement including strategies beyond the classroom is one way that 
the field of teacher education can transcend the restrictive accounts and singularities of teacher 
effectiveness studies. Delineating teacher capabilities so that student capabilities are advanced improves 
the field of teacher education providing it with more than a contemporary policy relevance.  This is more 
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than merely improving teacher quality and effectiveness. It is about identifying then fostering specific 
teacher capabilities needed to cope with the complex demands of teaching practice in multifaceted 
societies.  
Australian schools like their OECD counterparts are demanding places. While the professional life 
of teachers is often described by a particular set of terms and qualities intrinsic to their daily practice; care, 
wisdom, resilience, respectfulness, trustworthiness, integrity, it also needs to incorporate a capacity for 
intellectual activity. This means at its most rudimentary, that a capable teacher has the capacity to address 
the ‘basics’ that is literacy and numeracy. However, it also signifies a capacity for articulating and 
understanding how to recognize what counts as the major qualities needed of the fully developed person of 
today. In other words, there are moral and ethical considerations that require attention. Teacher capability 
in one sense then means an ability to frame and comprehend the complex social, economic and political 
demands of today as also educational ones. While much in the field of teacher education of late is 
concerned about the ‘profession’ and the skills and personal characteristics of what defines an effective 
teacher—the rational and calculable—less emphasis is on some of the core capabilities identified by 
Nussbaum: bodily health, bodily integrity, sense, imagination, and thought, and practical reason (see 
Nussbaum 2011). These if adequately recognized and developed within people, provide a foundation to 
lead a life centred on the self-definition bestowed by the choices made and valued by motivated and 
engaged individuals living in a more complex world. In many ways, these core capabilities resemble the 
‘education of sensibility’ that Macmurray advocates, the “development of our capacity for sense 
experience, and through this, the education of the emotions” (Macmurray 2012: 671). Learning is then 
not only about the narrow and standard where the differentiations of student achievement are extracted 
‘one off’ as neutral markers of teacher performance. Learning becomes about an integration; mixing our 
humanity with what we see and hear rather than resembling a performative input and output mode of 
production.  
Pedagogy matters in developing capabilities and teachers need the capacity to develop their 
teaching beyond contemporary standardized minimums.  A requisite pedagogic practice emphasizing 
conceptual understanding is about the relational, a bridging of and between subject content (disciplinary) 
knowledge and the knowledge that comes from a disciplined contemplation. Learning in this “aspect, is the 
cultivation of sensibility, by which is meant, or should be meant, the development of the capacity for fine 
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sensory discrimination” (Macmurray 2012: 671). This means focusing teacher education on a quality 
teaching rationale that recognizes fine-grained subtleties and the uniqueness of context.  Concentrating on 
the ways teachers teach their students effectively within a specific context, and the different ways teaching 
and learning occurs, potentially changes how we conceive engagement in schools, (i.e. situated learning). 
In other words, absent from a current teacher education is a “learning to live in our senses” (Macmurray 
2012: 672), or put simply, to draw more fully upon our imaginations.  
Furthermore, a re-casting of teacher education towards capabilities opens debate and thought on 
the teacher as ‘deliberate professional’ (see Gale and Molla forthcoming 2015). Teaching in a complex 
world is more than simply about delivering ‘the basics’. Teachers and teaching contributes beyond the 
current policy inflections of maximising social and economic participation as there is also a well-being 
component. Teaching in this sense prioritizes a concern for learning needs that not only taps into the 
achievable present it also signals the evolving future. Teaching professionals at “their most 
deliberative…are ‘transformative’ in thought and deed, particularly in relation to social inequalities” (Gale 
and Molla 2015: 1). If as Connell suggests education is a “process that creates social reality, necessarily 
producing something new” (2009: 225) then teacher education will play its part by including in its outline 
theorizations of teachers’ roles outside the boundaries of school. In other words, while teachers need to 
constantly immerse themselves in considerations of ‘learning environments’ and what it means ‘to learn’, 
they too need to be ‘critical’ as part of ‘deliberative action’ (see Gale and Molla 2015) about what it means 
to be educated.  
Firm foundations encapsulating the energy of education as a core human entitlement 
unencumbered by contextual influences means eschewing generic skill sets as the sine qua non of 
contemporary teacher education. Aligning teacher-student relations so that teaching and schooling makes 
significant differences to achievement merits understanding(s) of pedagogy beyond standardized 
midpoints. Embracing and enabling truly what one is ‘able to do and to be’ (see Nussbaum 2011) is about 
a teacher education that concerns itself with the human being as a “dignified free being” (Nussbaum  2002: 
123-124) supported by liberalizing and rich curricula highlighting both the complexities of and interconnections between 
education, schooling and the exigencies of past and contemporary society. There is a social justice element attached to 
this conception of a teacher education, one that treats individuals as holistic beings free from economic and serviceable 
endpoints. There is a deliberateness to the actions needed here on the part of teachers one that involves 
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“thoughtfulness and purposefulness: the careful consideration of circumstances or issues and weighing up 
of the relative merits of all available or known options and possible responses before making a judgment or 
decision” (Gale and Molla 2015: 2).  
In a teacher education that addresses the capacity of teachers to make a difference, building teacher 
capabilities will both enhance their own understanding(s) of what it is to be agentic and how that may be 
relayed to their students. Teachers themselves are often very unevenly prepared (Bourdieu & Passeron, 
2000) so attending to evident educational inequality by developing teacher capabilities through a holistic 
understanding of knowledge; the informational—the basic ‘facts’ of contemporary schooling and 
educational practice, and the emotional—as a component of pedagogic work, broadens the scholastic 
options of their students.  
Bourdieu and Passeron (2000) contend that the success of all school education and “more 
generally of all …pedagogic work, depends fundamentally on the education previously accomplished 
in the earliest years of life, even…when the educational system denies this primacy in its ideology and 
practice by making the school career a history with no pre-history” (43). Confronting underachievement 
by bolstering the pedagogic capacity of teachers fortifies the scholastic connection between what is 
taught and learnt. Pedagogic mastery to enhance student achievement demands a richer set of learning 
opportunities than those currently on offer. The field of teacher education has a responsibility for 
improving teaching and it can do so more effectively if teachers actively engage in investigating 
problems of under-achievement to produce local and specific solutions with an emphasis on engaging 
more of the most vulnerable students. Some of the core themes of a capabilities approach (Nussbaum 
2011) currently missing from ‘quality teaching’ and teacher effectiveness pedagogies include broader 
conceptions of student functioning/achievement, for instance, ‘being able to imagine, to think, and 
to reason’ and to ‘engage in critical reflection about the planning of one’s own life’ (Nussbaum 
1992: 222). These aspects are important considerations for the field of teacher education arguably 
heightening the productivity of pedagogic work. This is important as restrictive teacher quality and 
effectiveness pedagogies do not adequately serve the interests of students.  
Developing in teachers the capacity for deep and disciplined thinking about the academic 
complexities of their work and its connections to learning means advancing issues around inequality 
11 
 
beyond narrow school and teacher effectiveness interpretations (see Thrupp and Lupton 2006). Teacher 
education has a role to play here as it must.  Primarily, a contemporary and relevant teacher education 
recognizes that to improve the achievement and capability of all necessitates strategies of intervention that 
professionally engages the capacities of teachers. Teacher capabilities, as alternatives to current reified 
multi-variate analyses potentially offers the field of teacher education a broader and more rounded 
conception of achievement promoting the human autonomy of students. This should form the new account 
of the ‘pedagogic relation’ (Bourdieu & Passeron 2000: 95) with potential to express complexities of 
student learning from within self-defining personal abilities and characteristics rather than skill 
development for vocations that in all likelihood will vaporize in the next global economic shock.   
 
Conclusion 
I have argued in this chapter that economic imperatives provide the policy rationale for change in 
teacher education at present. Throughout I have inferred that the field of teacher education is experiencing 
a period of transition brought about by a new sharper-edged phase of late capitalism. Performativity and 
the rapidly changing edifices of a knowledge economy necessitates educational responses and the field of 
teacher education is now jammed by significant policy pressures. At one level, there is a “kind of crisis 
discourse—with an associated tendency to try and name and shame teacher education for its failings” 
(Rowan et al. 2015: 276). The obvious marker of the arguments mounted within the crisis discourse centre 
on poor teacher quality and inadequate or ineffective pre-service teacher preparation. However, a broader 
macro argument is also in play, one echoing the performative and efficiency driven policy rationales of a 
sharper economic station namely, stringent standards, stringent accountability and an acceptance of and 
adherence to market competition, de-regulation and ‘more choice’. The policy imperative is then one of 
greater emphasis on classroom instruction as the answer to declining student achievement and 
performance. An overt policy storyline is at work namely that effective classroom instruction and teaching 
practice(s) not only correct for but overcome capital insecurities. In a world characterized by rising 
casualization and the cyclic shudders of capital, precise teaching practice(s) appropriately informed by a 
robust teacher education are increasingly considered the sole and only solid educational foundations 
needed to enhance student achievement and prepare students for the new world of work.  
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While this shift in emphasis for some is hardly novel, it does point to the deepening drift towards a 
narrow teacher effectiveness notion of student achievement. Teacher education need then only be studied 
insofar as it provides ready-made solutions to make teaching more effective for the productive economic 
benefits it will bestow a nation. This potentially sweeps aside or at a minimum trims how the field of 
teacher education treats (i) issues and questions of school student learning and achievement and (ii) the 
preparation of teachers. It also has far reaching implications for education policy as policy-makers tend to 
draw on a diminishing pool of new thinking not only about how to address inequity and social 
disadvantage in school education but perhaps more importantly, what counts towards the educated person.  
The chapter has also located current teacher education policy transitions towards exacting 
theorisations of classroom instruction as indicative of a particular evaluative mindset, one that in policy 
terms, champions the scientific ‘technical’  study of teacher education as a formal ‘evidenced based’ 
system complete with its own quantitative appraisal mechanisms. An amplified meta-mathematics ‘over-
systematizes’ teaching debilitating the field of teacher education by destabilizing conceptions of ‘the 
teacher’ as the embodied change agent that will make ‘the’ difference in the end.  
Be that as it may, I contend that something basic is missing, namely that those seeking to be 
teachers have the right to expect an actual and enlightening teacher education one that recognizes its 
especial significance to society. In other words, a teacher education in its broadest sense that at its core 
deals with the fundamental questions of learning and teaching as primarily ethical rather than purely 
economic questions. A way for this to occur is to broaden how we conceive of teacher education so that we 
look beyond narrow vocational interpretations of it.  
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